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ABSTRACT 
High-density living in inner-urban areas has been promoted to encourage the use of more sustainable 
modes of travel to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. However, previous research presents mixed results 
on the relationship between living in proximity to transport systems and reduced car-dependency. This 
research examines inner-city residents’ transportation practices and perceptions, via 24 qualitative 
interviews with residents from high-density dwellings in inner-city Brisbane, Australia. Whilst 
participants consider public transport accessible and convenient, car use continues to be relied on for 
many journeys. Transportation choices are justified through complex definitions of convenience 
containing both utilitarian and psycho-social elements, with three key themes identified: time-efficiency; 
single versus multi-modal trips; and distance to and purpose of journey, as well as attitudinal, affective 
and symbolic elements related to transport mode use. Understanding conceptions of transport 
convenience held by different segments of the transport users market, alongside other factors strongly 
implicated in travel mode choice, can ensure targeted improvements in sustainable transport service levels 
and infrastructure as well as information service provision and behavioural change campaigns.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION  
Urban consolidation, particularly higher-density living organised around transit nodes, has been 
proposed as a key strategy to encourage greater uptake of sustainable transport including walking, 
cycling and public transit (bus, ferry, train). The increasing push towards ‘compact cities’ or ‘transit-
oriented-developments’ is based on the belief that situating dwellings within proximity to services, 
amenities, places of work and public transport will reduce auto-dependence, and the associated energy 
demands and greenhouse gas emissions (Behan, Maoh & Kanaroglou, 2008; Henson & Essex, 2003). 
The logic underpinning urban residential intensification assumes that placing residential buildings near 
major transport nodes, amenities and workplaces will heighten the convenience and, therefore, the 
uptake, of sustainable transport modes such as public transit, walking and cycling. Just because a 
sustainable transport option is conveniently located, however, does not necessarily mean that local 
residents will select this transport option. Thus, this research explores how inner urban high-density 
residents – who are surrounded by sustainable transport options – make transport decisions and how 
their conceptions and definitions of convenience might ultimately determine their transport choices.  
Specifically, it investigates whether the presence of multiple public transit options in higher density 
areas reduces auto-dependence and, if not, what other factors urban planners, designers and social 
scientists need to address to increase the uptake of sustainable transport.  
 
1.1 Urban Residential Intensification, Transport Choices and Sustainable Transport Use 
Whilst there is a general belief that proximity to public transport will facilitate usage, the small body of 
research on the relationship between transport practices and built form produces ambiguous and 
contradictory findings (Bae, 2002; Hall, 2001; Taylor, Miller, Iseki & Fink, 2009). A large body of 
previous research across varied disciplines has revealed the complexity of transport choices, showing how 
transport choices are associated with a range of inter-connected factors including land use factors 
(Chatman, 2008; Kenworthy & Laub, 1996), psycho-social and cultural factors (Beirão, Sarsfield & 
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Cabral, 2007; Matthies, Kuhn & Kloeckner, 2002), habitual or automatic behavioural processes 
(Verplanken & Aarts, 1999) and practical or instrumental-reasoned factors (Fuji, Gärling & Kitamura, 
2001; Hensher, 2001). This highlights the multifaceted nature of transport choices, disputing the notion 
that proximity alone determines use of transport systems and illustrates the role of other factors such as 
quality of infrastructure, accessibility, cost, trip length, attitudes, norms and convenience. Transport 
choices do not simply involve mechanical and rational processing of options based on availability of 
services, but rather involve a complex interplay of factors, including attitudinal and symbolic elements 
related to transport mode use. Recently, research has focussed on the significant  role of psychological 
(i.e., attitudes and beliefs), affective (i.e., emotional) and social (i.e., community values) factors, utilising 
qualitative methods, such as focus groups and interviews, to begin to consider complex and nuanced 
conceptions of public transport use, acceptability and convenience as relating to a range of advantages 
and disadvantages associated with different travel modes (see for instance, Beirão, Sarsfield & Cabral, 
2005, 2007; Hine & Scott, 2000; Kenyon & Lyons 2003). There is increasing acknowledgment that 
people do not typically utilize a logical reason or information-based decision-making process, but as 
Amitai (1988) explains in his normative-affective decision-making model, they predominantly draw on 
emotions, values, normative beliefs and habits.  
 
An emerging body of literature has focused specifically on how affective-emotional reasons, preferences 
and lifestyles might better explain transport choices (Scheiner, 2009). For example, in quantitative 
research Anable and Gatersleben (2005) found that whilst commuter work journeys were associated with 
instrumental factors, especially convenience, decisions about leisure travel were dominated more by 
affective aspects, particularly flexibility, convenience and relaxation. In focus groups with both car and 
public transport users, Kenyon and Lyons (2003) found participants raised habitual, practical and 
affective-emotional reasons as the basis of transport mode choice, including consideration of both 
subjective and practical conceptions of transport mode qualities such as convenience, reliability, certainty, 
risk, safety, trip time-lengths, costs and lifestyle compatibility. Similarly, Hine and Scott (2000), who 
 4 
undertook focus groups and in-depth interviews with both car users and public transport users in Scotland 
to gauge perceptions of interchange, revealed that participants preferred the convenience of car use for 
journeys that would otherwise involve multiple instances or modes of public transit. Whilst perceived 
convenience of varied travel modes has been shown to be a key factor influencing travel mode choice, 
there is a need for further research into users’ multi-faceted definitions and concepts of transport 
convenience and related symbolic-attitudinal factors affecting transport choices.  
 
1.2 Public Transport in Australia  
With policy-makers and researchers exploring various strategies to facilitate the uptake of public transport 
in Australia (Hensher, 1998), enhancing our understanding of the diverse range of factors that contribute 
to transport choices is essential. Urban areas in Australia are also dominated by use of private motor 
vehicles. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2008) indicated that three-quarters (75%) of adults 
residing in Australian capital cities used a private motor vehicle as their main form of travel to work or 
study; less than a fifth (19%) utilised public transport. When asked why they did not utilise public 
transport, the top two reasons were “no service at a convenient time” (28%) and “preferring the 
privacy/comfort of the car” (27%); only 10-15% stated their reason was related to accessibility 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008). Similarly, another Australia study undertaken by Corpuz (2007), 
utilising data from the Sydney Household Travel survey, also found that public transport accessibility is a 
relatively weak predictor of use. Clearly, transport choices do not simply involve mechanical processing 
of options based on availability of services, but rather involve a complex interplay of factors, including 
symbolic elements related to transport mode use. 
 
Australia’s fastest growing capital with a population of more than 1.8 million (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics [ABS], 2004), Brisbane has a sub-tropical, humid climate and is located on the Brisbane River. 
Historically, Brisbane’s development in a decentralised low density urban form has encouraged a car-
oriented culture, however in recent years, state and local governments have focussed on facilitating urban 
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consolidation and higher density around transport nodes (Brisbane City Council [BCC], 2001). Brisbane's 
continued rapid population growth (2,000 new residents every week; State of Queensland, 2009) 
has placed significant strain on the road and public transport (bus, train and ferry) infrastructure, 
with the BCC (2010) responding by allocating over one billion in the 2010-11 budget to expand current 
road infrastructure, enhance public transport ($173 million; e.g. two new ferry terminals, additional buses 
and dedicated bus-only roads) and active transport initiatives ($46 million; e.g., bikeways). This support 
for improving the public transport system and infrastructure is much needed. A BCC report describes how 
comparable cities have a transit mode share of 20-25%, yet only 17.5% of Brisbane residents use public 
transport as their main method for travel to work or study (BCC, 2007).  Given that the Council’s City 
Centre Master Plan vision for 2026 is to “reorient Brisbane –attitudinally and structurally– so that it is 
planned, built and ‘greened’ around efficient, friendly and safe public and active transport networks for 
everyone (BCC, 2006, p26), enhancing our understanding of the transport practices and perceptions of 
residents is essential.  
 
Thus, this research explores these issues, utilising Brisbane as a case study. Utilising a qualitative 
approach, we explore the transport perceptions and practices of residents residing in and around inner-
urban high-density (IUHD) areas, in proximity to a variety of public transport services (bus, ferry, train) 
and other sustainable travel options (walking and cycling; O’Hare, 2003). Our analysis identifies some of 
the key reasons for residents’ transport mode choices, revealing how transport mode choice is often the 
complex outcome of socio-demographic, habitual, practical and affective factors, alongside land use 
variables. Focusing on residents’ concepts of transport convenience, this study will provide insight into 
factors that reinforce or transform habitual travel mode choices and will subsequently inform the 




2.1 Participants & Design  
Participants were residents of inner urban higher density (IUHD) precincts (defined as 30 or more 
dwellings per hectare)  located within six kilometres of the Central Business District (CBD) of Brisbane, 
the capital city of Queensland, Australia (see Figure 1). All multi-unit complexes within six selected 
suburbs (Highgate Hill/West End, Southbank, Teneriffe/New Farm, Kangaroo Point, Fortitude Valley, 
Hamilton) were identified, with a proportionate sampling technique utilised to randomly select 2311 units 
to receive the postal questionnaire entitled ‘Living in the City’. The 140 item questionnaire explored the 
positive and negative social, environmental and economic impacts of residing in inner-urban high-density 
dwellings (for specific survey items, see Therese, Buys, Bell & Miller, 2010). A total of 636 
questionnaires were returned, providing a 28% response rate; this paper focuses on the qualitative 
component of this research, specifically the in-depth interviews conducted with 24 residents randomly 
selected from those who expressed interest in the survey about participating in further research. 
Qualitative research, which provides complex and specific textual descriptions of how people experience 
an issue, is most appropriate for topics where research knowledge is limited and there may be 
contradictory behaviours and beliefs. Given that our knowledge about how inner-city residents perceive 
and choose to utilise (or not) sustainable forms of transit is limited, a qualitative approach was deemed 
most appropriate to explore this issue.   
 
[Insert Figure 1 about here]  
 
 
2.2 Public Transport Infrastructure for IHUD precincts  
These inner-city suburbs are typified by easily accessible bus, train and ferry, as well as purpose-built 
cycle/pedestrian paths. As Figure 1 illustrates, their close proximity to the Brisbane River means ferries 
are a viable option for many resident’s - the ‘City Cat’ offers a total of 15 embarkation points, with 13 
terminals within the zone of our sample (BCC, 2010b). Currently, 1076 buses service greater Brisbane, 
with the vast majority passing through these IUHD to reach the CBD; these suburbs have an estimated 
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average of 6-8 bus routes, ranging from 2 (Kangaroo Point) to 59 (Fortitude Valley; Brisbane Transport 
Buses, 2001-2010), with an additional high frequency BUZ service (Bus Upgrade Zone) operating every 
15 minutes from 6am – 11pm seven days a week linking the public transport network (BCC, 2010b). 
Only two suburbs have easy access to train stations, South Brisbane and Fortitude Valley (with direct 
access to four and ten lines respectively).  
 
2.3 Procedure and Qualitative Interviews  
Standard good practice interview and ethical protocols were followed, with semi-structured qualitative 
interviews conducted with 24 participants from all six precincts, representing a mix of age, gender, 
income, marital status and dwelling type. Potential interviewees were contacted (via email and phone) and 
invited to participate in an in-depth face-to-face interview at their home exploring sustainability impacts 
of high-density living. Table 1 illustrates the socio-demographic characteristics of both the quantitative 
and qualitative research participants, highlighting how the interviewees appear to generally accurately 
represent the larger sample and the wider Australian population. Characteristics about the resident 
population was obtained from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2006 Census data, with the 
socio-demographic data for each suburb (statistical local area) extracted and combined, as shown on the 
fourth column of Table 1. There were approximately the same number of male and female participants. 
Over half were married or in a de facto relationship, with almost a third single (the census data shows a 
greater proportion of residents were single). Consistent with census data, households predominately 
consisted of one or two people, with few reporting having children under 18 years old living in the 
household. Approximately half had a university degree, a combined household annual income over 
A$80,000 and worked in managerial/professional fields (census data on income is questionable, with 
many people not indicating their income).  Participants had been living in their present accommodation 
for an average of three years and five months, with over half (57%) of the households owning one motor 
vehicle, 24% having two vehicles and 11% not owning a vehicle.  
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[INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 
 
A semi-structured discussion format was utilised to explore interviewees’ experience of living in the city, 
with the questions designed to foster wide-ranging discussion and reflective evaluation of life in their 
locality. The semi-structured interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes and the following areas were 
broadly covered: likes and dislikes of current dwelling and neighbourhood, social contacts within the 
dwelling, views on sustainability, transport practices, design perceptions and general opinions about high-
density living. The specific questions are available from the authors, with this article focussing on the 
transport relevant aspects and the factors influencing residents’ travel destinations and modal choices. 
Where appropriate, components of the transport-relevant aspects from the 140 item ‘Living in the City’ 
Survey are included to contextualise the qualitative responses. Transcripts and responses were analysed 
using a thematic approach, coding and sorting common and contrasting themes, concepts and patterns. 
The first step in thematic analysis is data immersion; interviews were listened to, interview notes and 
transcripts read and re-read, leading to the identification and recording of an initial list of patterns or 
themes. Coding was done manually, by highlighting, grouping and making notes. Second, after 
generating initial patterns, data were classified according to identified sub-themes and themes. Finally, the 
themes were reviewed, categorised and named to create a comprehensive picture of the findings 
(Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005). At this juncture, it is important to acknowledge that the aim of qualitative 
research is not the numbers or causal prediction offered by quantitative research, but rather it is about in-
depth illumination and understanding of issues.   
 
3.0 RESULTS  
To provide background context for the qualitative interview analysis, it is important to illustrate some 
basic findings from the survey (for more detailed statistical analysis of the survey data, see Therese et al., 
2010). Critically, the interview findings are consistent with the survey results, which indicated that the 
vast majority of participants were extremely or very satisfied with their proximity to public transport 
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(87%1), believing it was available and convenient from where they live (80%2). Table 2 illustrates that 
whilst agreeing that public transport options were accessible, when asked to indicate how they ‘typically 
travelled to a range of work, life and leisure locations (e.g., work, recreational facilities, 
restaurants, supermarket, friends, theatre etc) from a list of nine potential travel options (car - 
travel alone, car pool, motorcycle/scooter, bus, train, walk, taxi, ferry or bicycle), the car 
remained a predominant transport choice. The car continued to be a preferred mode choice for certain 
journeys and destinations, including visiting friends/relatives (80%), going to the supermarket/grocery 
store (78%), medical services (63%), chemist (56%), bottleshop/liquor shop (53%), or live theatre (46%). 
Walking was the most common mode for journeys to restaurants (71%), recreational facilities (gym, pool, 
park; 61%), or the newsagent (61%). For work journeys, the car was the most common mode choice 
(41%), although public transport (38%) and walking (31%) were also commonly used – note that 
percentages can add up to more than 100%, as respondents were able to indicate more than one travel 
mode for their typical journey. 
 
[INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 
 
One aim of the interviews was to better understand the actual experience of public transport and any 
barriers, topics which were not specifically covered in the survey. Before we explore how these residents 
conceptualized transport convenience, it is important to emphasize at the outset that interviewees 
repeatedly identified the location of their dwelling - in terms of convenience to the city centre and desired 
amenities (e.g., places of work, transit, recreation, restaurants and shopping, walkways and bikeways) - as 
a key reason for their satisfaction with where they lived. Thematic analysis of interview data revealed that 
                                                      
1   Using a 5-point Likert scale (anchored at not at all and extremely), participants were asked to indicate their level 
of satisfaction with four transport-related neighbourhood features: proximity to employment, proximity to public 
transport, location of neighbourhood with respect to city’s centre and accessibility (footpaths, bikeways).  
2  There were three response options to this question, which was “From where you live, is access to public 
transportation, such as a bus, ferry or train: Unavailable (1%), Available but Inconvenient (19%), or Available and 
Convenient (80%)  
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residents’ transport choices are associated with multi-faceted perceptions of convenience, as summarised 
in Table 3. These factors can be broadly categorised under three key themes relating to transport 
convenience: time efficiency of transport modes, multi-modal trip making and distance to and purpose of 
journey.  
[INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE] 
 
3.1 Time-Efficiency of Transport Modes  
Interview participants discussed how time-considerations strongly influenced their transport choice. 
Transport choices were frequently determined by what was perceived - and experienced - as the quickest 
and easiest option for reaching a destination, while taking into account destination and time of day. 
 
 Time-Efficiency of Walking  
If accessing nearby services, predominantly recreational facilities (e.g., gym, pool, park), restaurants and 
smaller shops (e.g., newsagent, hairdresser), walking was considered the most time-efficient option. 
Having these amenities within walking distance was considered a major advantage of inner-urban living, 
although the design of these higher-density neighbourhoods often impedes walking. Participants 
described how high levels of heavy traffic (such as semi-trailers and other trucks), degraded and narrow 
footpaths and a lack of dedicated bike lanes could make walking dangerous; one participant described 
how a resident was recently killed and another injured crossing at the lights, which they believe are set to 
prioritise traffic flow and literally do not allow enough time for people to cross the road.  
I like the area. It’s the fact that two minutes and I’ve got twenty odd restaurants to go to.  I can 
see work from here. I get the bus to work. I can walk to get my haircut, see my doctor...walk, 
walk, walk. (M, West End, Int. #3) 
 
So the whole notion of some sort of built environment that incorporates parklands, greeneries, 
walkways, bike ways, restaurants, village type atmospheres within a city area, I really, really like 
the sound of that because when people have that sort of amenity, it tends to contribute to a 
relaxed lifestyle. But people don’t have to travel too far to get things they need in order to live, 
they might choose too but they don’t have to.. But, in order for me to get from my house 
[walking], the footpath is quite literally three feet wide. And it’s a major arterial road. Traffic, 
buses, trucks roar up and down that road.  And the council has not done a very good job at 
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maintaining the footpaths.  It’s quite badly undulating and because it’s mainly bitumen, there’s 
pot-holes in it, there’s tree root ridges on it. And ah, it is really not a good walk way (M, West 
End, Int #1) 
 
Time-Efficiency of Public Transport 
Public transport was considered the quickest and easiest transport mode for journeys into the city. Time-
efficiency of public transport is related to well-serviced areas, fast public transit lanes and routes that 
surpass traffic congestion. Participants described how using public transport to work was typically 
‘easier’ and less stressful than sitting in a traffic jam, as they could read and relax on the journey.  
However, despite generally being satisfied with the public transport options available, participants 
indicated multiple disincentives for public transport use related to factors that increased the time 
associated with the travel option, such as waiting time and unreliable services.  Some also highlighted 
how their inner-city location was actually a disadvantage to using public transport at peak commuting 
times, describing the difficulty of getting a seat and occasions when the bus and ferry would actually miss 
their stop because it was ‘too full’.  
I use public transport only to go to the city. Like if I go shopping, I’ll get the car. But if I go to the 
city, it’s easier. It takes about 15-20minutes by bus, and about half an hour by ferry/city cat. (M, 
Hamilton, Int #12) 
 
Usually if it’s seven o’clock or later,  I’ll catch a cab because I’ve found that after six thirty the 
buses are too unreliable and adding twenty minutes standing at a bus stop waiting for a bus is just, 
it just adds that extra time and that extra element of exhaustion... my time and energy is too 
precious, I’d just spend the ten bucks and catch a cab home rather than stand around waiting for a 
bus to get home (F, Highgate Hill, Int #5) 
 
I’m actually quite lucky that if I want to choose, if I want to take a bus, then there’s a bus 
virtually every ten minutes during the main peak hour. But the trouble is I’ve actually stood there 
and watched two buses go past, where I would expect to get a bus in ten minutes time, I’ve had to 
wait nearly three quarters of an hour ‘cause they’re all full (M, West End, Int #1) 
 
 
Time-Efficiency of Private Car  
When compared with public transport options, driving a car was often considered the quickest mode for 
trips outside of the local area. Time considerations often outweighed other factors such as environmental 
concerns, with the quickest option generally favoured. For example, a female participant describes how 
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she uses different travel modes to get to her different job locations, with the underlying factor being time-
considerations. She catches a bus to her job in the city (because it is quicker and easier, better for the 
environment and she enjoys being able to read), yet prefers driving to her second job located in another 
inner-city suburb because the buses were unreliable and were taking a long time to get her home 
(sometimes over an hour to travel 6km). Generally, however, car-use to inner-city work locations was 
discouraged by the lengthier and stressful travel time through heavy traffic, as well as the time and cost of 
parking in the city.  
It’s $3.80 or something each way (on the City Cat Ferry to the city) and if I drive in and spend an 
hour in traffic, it’s about $18 bucks just to park the car, and then you’ve got to drive it in and get 
it home and all of that stuff…so its brilliant, the City Cats brilliant (M, Hamilton, Int #13) 
 
 
3.2 Multi-Modal Trip Making 
The number of required trips or modes to reach one’s destination was also related to perceived and 
experienced convenience and implicated in justifications for modal choice.  Definitions of convenience 
seem to hinge upon preference for single-modal travel, with participants describing how combining 
multiple trips and modes frequently makes non-car travel an extremely time-consuming and onerous 
ordeal in Brisbane. There were major disincentives for multi-modality requiring walking to and from a 
public transport stop, multiple trips and/or the combination of public transit and walking to one’s 
destination. Walking to and from a public transport stop was frequently seen as adding time, reducing 
convenience and being an uncomfortable experience due to Brisbane’s climate and often hilly terrain – 
and the prospect of a sweaty walk up a hill to a public transport stop on a humid and hot sub-tropical 
summer day was unbearable and just “too energetic” (F, Highgate Hill, Int. #8). Poor public transport 
connections and the lack of a seamless trip, such as needing two different buses to reach a destination 
(especially to non-city destinations and during non-peak time travel hours) and the experience of 
associated increased travel times for such journeys meant the car was the significantly more convenient 
option. As an example, one participant explained that his work (5km away) was an easy ten minute drive 
yet taking the bus involved two connections and an hour’s travel time.  
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3.3 Distance to and purpose of journey 
 
Travel mode preference, choice and relative convenience is frequently linked to the purpose and 
destination of the journey, with these inner-city urban residents preferring walking  for local services and 
routine destinations, public transport for the commute to work in the CBD and the car for accessing 
suburban areas, shopping complexes and non-CBD work destinations. Walking was a favored option to 
access certain local amenities and services such as shops, restaurants, cinemas and parks. Whilst they 
really valued and utilised the easy and convenient easy access to amenities and the city, the female 
residents explained that choosing to walk was moderated by the time of day and perceived safety: “there 
are some pockets that are pretty isolated… and it’s [walking] not worth the stress of it” (Female, 
Highgate Hill, Int. #5).  
 
Despite issues of over-crowding, public transport was generally described as the ‘easiest’ option to get to 
work in the CBD but was difficult and often inconvenient to use for suburban destinations. “Um, public 
transport is not that crash hot if you don’t want to go to the city. If you want to go across town, public 
transport’s pretty poor from that perspective” (M, Kangaroo Point, Int. #14). Thus, the decision to drive 
is often linked to the need to access amenities, such as shops which may be seen as not well serviced in 
the local area (e.g., supermarkets), or if one wants to access destinations other than the CBD (relatively 
well serviced by regular, direct and usually fast public transport options). Preference for car travel to 
access shopping centres (particularly for grocery shopping) was related to ease of carrying groceries, 
obtaining all items at a ‘one stop shop’ and accessible parking facilities.  Car travel was also preferred for 
non-local journeys associated with participating in leisure activities and visiting family and friends, with 
other transport modes not considered as viable options for these journeys. Interestingly, one participant 
who described how much he loves being able to walk to local services and cycle to work for health and 
environmental reasons, also explains how he prefers to use his car to do shopping at a suburban shopping 
mall, 8-10 kilometers from his dwelling, despite having access to local shopping centres in the area.  
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West End has the West End markets, where the Coles supermarket is [but] I don’t tend to shop 
there.  Because when I go shopping I like to go to one place, to get nearly everything that I need 
to get. So strangely enough, I actually drive to Carindale. I mean that’s only like eight or ten 
kilometres and most people think I’m mad but it’s convenient for me to take one drive once a 
week and get nearly everything that I want (M, West End, Int. #1) 
 
I pretty much use my car ... on the weekend the most and then, weekdays, probably three 
weekdays or week nights a week. I do a dance class and play touch footy and do tennis. So the 
three nights that that’s on I’d be using my car and then for shopping. But it doesn’t get a lot of use 
during the week, but I probably wouldn’t do away with it because I think that would really limit 
my ability to do these other activities  (F, Highgate Hill, Int. #5) 
 
3.4 Overlap between practical ‘convenience’ reasons and psycho-social factors  
There is considerable overlap between so-called practical reasons and psycho-social factors in modal 
choice. Resident definitions of what is a practical or suitable, and thus convenient, travel mode seem 
bound up in a range of other considerations or factors, some of which appear to be attitudinal, 
symbolic and affective rather than simply functional or utilitarian. For example, one participant 
explained although buses were convenient where she lived, she loved her car and just would not 
consider public transportation:  
I’m a driver.  I come from a family of petrol-heads...oh, the buses are pretty reliable.  I just 
prefer the car [laughs].  You can get in and out quickly and not muck around. It can eat into 
your day when you’re waiting for buses and so forth (F, Hamilton, Int #23) 
 
For this participant, the symbolic meaning of car use, underpinned by a strong family and personal 
identification with automobiles, outweighed the admitted reliability of the available public transport to 
the city. This personal attachment and ‘car-loving’ attitude was atypical, with the vast majority of 
inner urban residents consciously selecting their residence – at least in part - to try and avoid “the 
absolute chaos and gridlock about people just trying to get to work. You know.. the amount of time it 
can take, and the amount of effort and money it can take” (M, West End, Int. #1). Participants also 
demonstrated symbolic-affective elements to definitions of transport convenience in relation to 
journey destination; one participant used different justifications for his journey choice depending on 
destination – walking or cycling to work and the local area for health and sustainability reasons yet 
driving to a distant suburban shopping centre for convenience of a ‘one-stop-shop’. The multi-faceted 
notion of transport convenience can change in accordance with journey destination. 
 
4.0 DISCUSSION  
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Focussing on transport choices for typical work and non-work journeys, this research has demonstrated 
how transport mode choice involves a complex interplay of factors. Our study analysed the experience of 
residents from high-density inner-city locations in Brisbane, Australia, who define access to public 
transport as being available and convenient, yet continue to use private vehicles for many journeys. Multi-
faceted and overlapping conceptions related to transport convenience play a critical role in travel mode 
choice, with selection driven by judgments of time-efficiency, the desire to avoid time-consuming multi-
modal travel, and journey destination and purpose. More sustainable transport modes, such as walking, 
are often selected for local trips, public transport is commonly used for journeys into the CBD and the car 
for trips outside of the local area, accessing shopping centres and leisure activities, for non-CBD 
destinations and when their personal experience of public transport has been so negative that the car is the 
best option. The concern is this: if it is not ‘easy, quick and convenient’ for inner urban residents residing 
within 6 kilometres of the city to utilise public transport, policy-makers and planners need to re-examine 
some of the taken-for granted assumptions about the value and impact of inner urban higher density 
living. Our research clearly illustrates that accessibility to public transport does not automatically translate 
into uptake; the survey illustrated how the automobile (41%), public transport (38%) and walking (31%) 
dominated transport choices for work commuting, while the qualitative interviews emphasise how 
convenience and the quality of the experience were the defining factors in travel mode choice.  
 
Perceptions (and experiences) of public transport use as more time-consuming are used to justify private 
automobile use and define it as ‘more convenient’ than public transport in certain situations. First, our 
findings suggests that although inner-urban high density residents very much enjoyed living in the dense 
and walkable environment with the availability of transit, their actual uptake and utilisation of more 
sustainable transport options was variable. Satisfaction with proximity to public transport and walkability 
are insufficient to ensure sustainable transport modes secure high modal share for typical journeys; what 
counts is how the service compares to the automobile. Second, the results clearly highlights that 
improving the public transport service – in terms of speed and destinations - needs to be a priority for 
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policy-makers and planners. Participants repeatedly critiqued public transport in terms of limited timing 
and the length of trips, explaining that making the trip via car was simply a quicker and more convenient 
option. Critically, in more situations, participants would be willing to use transit and walk more often if it 
were as convenient, safe, time competitive and comfortable as the automobile. Finally, the findings 
suggest that a critical policy intervention may be information campaigns which make clear the actual 
travel times and frequencies of public transport services, alongside significant improvements in service 
quality levels related to timetabling frequency and reliability as well as connectivity to public transport 
stops (especially for non-CBD destinations).  
 
4.1 Perceived Time-Efficiency 
Judgments about time-efficiency were a key determinant of transport choices. This is consistent with past 
quantitative research by Van Exel and Rietveld (2009), who demonstrated that the relation between 
perceived public transport travel times and objective car travel times plays a key role in the decision 
making sets of travelers alongside other factors (such as city centre destinations, trip purpose, travel time). 
Whilst the shortest and quickest commute time (i.e., convenience) was typically the main consideration, 
this research has also highlighted how the same person may select different modes at different times for 
different reasons, rather than making all travel decisions based on a single attitude or belief, out of habit, 
or solely for practical reasons, such as time, money or convenience.  Individual’s transport mode 
decisions are based on a wide array of factors including time of day, perceived safety, cost of their time 
(i.e., choose to pay for a taxi home rather than spend 30 minutes on public transport), actual transit 
experience, and simply enjoying driving a car for leisure activities.  Thus, improving the accuracy of 
actual and perceived travel times by public transport and other sustainable travel modes, may lead to non-
car travel modes being included in car users’ choice sets. Further research is required to establish whether 
car users’ would only use public transport if their trip was equal to or shorter than the same journey by car 
or whether car users’ would tolerate longer journeys as long as other factors for enjoyable trip-making 
were met (e.g. able to get a seat; cost-effective; reliable service). Trip time should be seen as important, 
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but not necessarily the only or most decisive factor in choosing to travel by car rather than more 
sustainable modes, with other decisive factors such as carrying heavy belongings and goods or travelling 
with children also influential.  
 
4.2 Seamless Journey 
The interviews with IUHD residents confirm that transport convenience is critically related to the concept 
of unbroken travel and the avoidance of using more than a single mode. Consistent with previous research 
(e.g, Hine & Scott, 2000), perceptions of multi-modality as being inconvenient overlapped with notions 
of convenience related to time efficiency, with value of seamless journeying by car reinforced by the 
perception that including walking in one’s trip, alongside using public transport, was onerous especially 
in the sub-tropical Queensland climate. IUHD residents felt that the door-to-door facility and control 
offered by car travel was a major advantage over buses which lacked information, particularly on the 
different stages of multi-modal trips. It is clear from our results, and the findings of others, that negative 
perceptions and experiences of multimodality in trip making need to be addressed if committed car users 
are to be encouraged to access more sustainable transport options. This will require a sophisticated 
combination of tactics, including improvements in service, information campaigns on actual trip times by 
public transport, the use of ‘hybrid’ public information campaigns promoting daily exercise such as 
walking or cycling to access sustainable public transport modes (Therese et al., 2010), and, critically, the 
introduction and promotion of easily accessible integrated multimodal travel information (Kenyon & 
Lyons, 2003).  
 
4.3 Purpose of Journey 
Finally, interviews indicated that perceived transport convenience was modulated by journey destination 
and purpose, with subsequent impacts upon travel mode choice. The existence or lack of time constraints 
as well as destination proximity implicated in particular types of journeys may be critical to understand 
why sustainable transport modes are chosen or not. Recreational journeys to local cafes, restaurants, or 
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market stalls or trips to the newsagent or liquor shop may not involve pressing time constraints and can be 
easily accessed by walking or cycling or by other modes often perceived to be slower than cars, such as 
buses or ferries. Trips to work invoke more critical need for timely journeying, with the car often 
trumping other modes (whether perceived or actual), unless one had precise knowledge of service 
frequencies or time-efficiency of non-car travel modes. Infrequent, non-routine journeys such as visiting 
significant others may well involve trips beyond one’s local community and longer travelling times 
particularly if multimodal journeys are required. Even individuals who are committed to sustainable 
modes of transport for work or recreational trips may still rely upon their private vehicle for particular 
types of journeys and destinations, such as trips to shopping centres, because their definition of 
convenience (let alone, sustainability) is journey or destination specific rather than generic. It may prove 
difficult to transform these perceptions of convenience, unless significant transformations in commercial 
services are affected, such as urban planning and retailing models that allow the type of shopping 
available in the suburbs to fit into higher density areas or an increase in low cost and timely bulk home 
delivery of goods purchased at shopping malls, thus reducing the total number of car trips from inner-city 
residential areas to suburban commercial centres.  
 
4.4 Travel Mode Choice and Convenience 
Travel mode choices largely depend on what people value, with convenience relating to time-efficiency, 
seamless journeying and specific journey purposes or destinations appearing to be key motivators for 
particular modal choices for the residents we interviewed. Such findings are not unique to this study, with 
other studies of transport choices finding similar results (Pooley & Turnbull, 2000; Hiscock, Macintyre, 
Ellaway & Kearns, 2002; Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008). If sustainable means of transport are to 
be encouraged for journeys outside of the local areas, it is necessary to improve service quality, in 
particular, the expansion of transit networks to connect broader areas, and address negative perceptions of 
public transport convenience through information campaigns. Since our research, in order to cope with 
population growth and insufficient infrastructure, there have been continuing improvements to the roads 
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and transit system in Brisbane, as well as targeted efforts to develop higher density areas centred around 
transit nodes (BCC, 2006; 2010). However, as previous research has indicated, simply being proximate to 
high quality transport services does not guarantee use of those services (Jarvis, 2003). As we have seen, 
public transport was considered by most survey respondents in our study to be convenient and accessible, 
yet it was still not the most common transport choice, with many still relying on car use. Interview data 
show the critical importance of affective and symbolic factors—variables related to feelings and 
perceptions, as well as personal, family or cultural identity—in modulating notions of transport 
convenience and transport mode choices and the preference for automobile use. For example our sample 
predominantly included residents with medium to high household incomes, who may also select the 
automobile for reasons associated with prestige or placing a greater value on what their ‘time’ is worth – 
indeed, in a Swedish sample, Vredin Johansson et al. (2006) found higher incomes were related to 
stronger preferences for convenience. The effect of income on transport choice and conceptions of modal 
convenience, in addition to other demographic variables, requires further exploration to better understand 
different segments of the transport users’ market and identify groups who may be least and most 
amenable to change (Klöckner & Matthies, 2004; Verplanken et al., 1994).  
 
Critically, other research has also found changes in decision contexts (such as moving residence) to be 
associated with reductions in automobile use, with the pairing of the changed context and the distribution 
of free public transport tickets found to be even more successful in reducing car use (Bamberg, Rölle & 
Weber, 2003; Verplanken, Walker, Davis & Jurasek, 2008).  Potentially, relocating to IUHD residence 
may be the key time to explicitly make public transportation part of new resident’s consideration 
set, encourage a trial of public transit, perhaps through an introductory price concession. Importantly, 
local context needs to be taken into consideration when interpreting findings from our study. Cars may 
have emerged as more convenient than public transport in our sample because auto-centric design within 
Brisbane allows for relatively easy car use; the BCC (2007) is attempting to challenge that, with an 
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ambitious target of 90% of CBD work trips to utilise public transit by 2026. As auto-dependent macro-
regions often weaken the sustainable transit behaviour of micro-regions within (Cervero & Gorham, 
1995), we believe that car use may need to be actively discouraged to meet this target (Chatman, 2008).  
 
5.0 CONCLUSION 
Our results provide insights on transport practices and perceptions relating to typical work and non-work 
journeys and mode choices. In doing so, we have questioned whether higher-density living organised 
around transit nodes necessarily encourages the use of more sustainable transport means. Although our 
findings provide insight into the general understanding of transport practices in inner-urban areas, further 
research is needed to explore the impact of transport-orientated developments and ensure the 
generalizability of our findings beyond the specific design, layout, cultural experience and socio-
demographic characteristics defining our inner-urban Brisbane sample. Analysing in-depth interviews 
with inner-urban high density precinct residents on transport mode choices for various types of journeys 
suggest a complex picture of transport mode choice influenced by multi-faceted and overlapping notions 
of transport convenience, relating to time-efficiency, single-modal trips and journey destinations. Far 
from being simple utilitarian considerations, these perceptions of transport convenience seem bound up in 
attitudinal, affective as well as symbolic elements in transport mode use.  
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Table 1: Socio-demographic characteristics of survey and interview participants, compared to census  
 Survey Respondents  
(n=636) 
Interview Respondents  
(n=24) 
Resident Population *  
Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 
Gender     N=38,503 
Male 252 40% 14 58% 19,699 51% 
Female 381 60% 10 42% 18,804 49% 
Age     N=38,503 
18-24 59 9% - - 6,607 17% 
25-44 273 43% 7 29% 17,078 44% 
45-64 226 36% 9 38% 9,858 26% 
65-79 61 10% 8 33% 3,241 8% 
80 and over 15 2% - - 1,719 4% 
Marital Status     N=38,503 
Single 197 31% 7 29% 17,986 47% 
Divorced/Widowed 107 17% 3 13% 7,002 18% 
Married/Defacto 329 52% 14 58% 13,515 35% 
Occupation     N=38,503 
Manager/Admin 149 23% 5 21% 6,765 18% 
Professional 260 41% 9 38% 8,109 21% 
Tradesperson / Labourer 14 2% - - 3,919 10% 
Clerical/Sales 56 9% 2 8% 4,226 11% 
Student 36 6% 1 4% 3,303 9% 
Retired 94 15% 6 25% 4,960 13% 
Not Stated/ Other 17 3% 1 4% 7,221 19% 
Household     N=17,961 
1 Adult Household 200 31% 9 38% 7,087 39% 
2 Adult Household 367 58% 13 54% 4,677 26% 
3-5 Adult Household 57 9% 2 8% 2,419 13% 
1-4 Children Household 47 7% 3 13% 3,778 21% 
Household Income     N=17,961 
Negative/Nil Income     103 0.6% 
<$30k 50 8% 3 13% 548 3% 
$30-80k 244 38% 9 38% 2,606 15% 
$80-120k 154 24% 5 21% 1,313 7% 
$120k + 166 26% 7 29% 3,021 17% 
N/A     9,415 52% 
Ownership Type     N=17,961 
Fully Owned 169 27% 12 50% 3,703 21% 
Paying off Mortgage 179 28% 5 21% 3,497 19% 
Renting 276 43% 7 29% 10,440 58% 
Living Rent-free 7 1% - - 198 1% 


























































Work  41% 31% 38% 24% 10% 4% 7% 4% 
Restaurants  47% 71% 25% 11% 12% 2% 1% 17% 
Recreational Facilities  33% 61% 11% 6% 3% 2% 7% 0% 
Newsagent 35% 61% 3% 3% 0% 0% 2% 0% 
Visit Relatives/ Friends 80% 24% 26% 13% 6% 7% 3% 5% 
Supermarket  78% 33% 10% 8% 2% 0% 3% 2% 
Bottleshop (Liquor Shop) 53% 47% 3% 3% 0% 0% 1% 1% 
Medical Services 63% 33% 15% 11% 3% 1% 2% 2% 
Chemist 56% 47% 8% 6% 2% 0% 2% 1% 
Live Theatre 46% 26% 27% 14% 10% 3% 1% 9% 
Note: the most popular mode is in bold and total percentages for each destination may be greater than 100%, as 











of transport modes 
Multi-modal trip making Distance to and 
purpose of journey 
 Positive Negative Positive Negative Positive Negative 
Walking   easy option 
for  nearby 
services 
 good for the 
environment 
 healthy  
 enjoyment 
and pleasure   
 
 safety issues 
at night  
 safety issues 
on paths next 
to heavy 
traffic routes  







option for  
nearby 
services 
 not viable for 
long distances 
and  in hot 
weather   
 not safe at 
night  





 quick option 
for travel to 
inner-city  
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travel  




 impact on 
environment  
 
